
When God Laughs

Exodus 24:12-18; Psalm 2; 2 Peter 1:16-21; Matthew 17:1-9

There was once a college student. School was not really his thing. He wanted to improve his

Grade Average, so he enrolled in a course called “Ornithology 101.” To his shock, it turned out to be

a course in the study of birds. They studied the migratory habits of birds. They learned the names of

different kinds of birds. It was the worst course he had ever taken in his life.

Finally, the course ended. For the final exam, the professor walked into the class and handed

out a sheet of paper. On the paper, there were pictures of 30 different sets of birds’ feet. The exam

consisted of only one question: “Identify the following birds.”

Well, it was more than he could take. The student walked up to the professor and smacked

the exam—consisting of nothing but birds’ feet—down on the professor’s desk and said, “This is the

dumbest exam, for the dumbest course I’ve ever taken, from the stupidest professor!”

The professor was aghast. “I’m going to report you to the Dean! You can’t talk like that to me.

What is your name?”

The student took a step back from the professor’s desk, hiked up his pants legs about 10

inches, took his shoes and socks off and said, “You’re so smart—you tell me.”

Now do you know why that joke appeared in a book on how to be a better professor? This kind

of humour is fun, but it is also serious business. It is the nature of  humour to disarm, to poke fun at,

and to puncture, pomposity. Little wonder that when some tyrant takes over power in a country,

among the first to be silenced and censored are the comedians, the satirists, and the tellers of jokes.

Years ago a visitor to what was then communist-controlled East Germany was with a pastor

who had suffered terribly with his family because they were Christians. His children had been denied

entrance into the state-controlled university because of the pastor’s profession. When the visitor tried
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to comfort him by expressing sympathy for his situation and saying how terrible it was that the

Soviets were oppressing the East Germans in this way, he was surprised when the pastor replied,

“The Russians are not just our friends; they are our brothers.”

What?

The pastor explained with a wink, “You can get rid of your friends; you can never get rid of

your brothers.”

The visitor knew the Soviet pastor was going to be all right. When you are powerless, the

victim of political tyranny, you can weep—and that’s okay as far as it goes—but you can also laugh.

Nothing disarms the tyrant or makes the tyrant more furious than to be mocked. Pompous political

potentates fear mocking even more than they fear losing an election.

I’ve got this on my mind because this morning our scripture is Psalm 2. This particular Psalm

is interesting for a number of reasons, but this morning what interests me most is that this psalm is

one of two places in all of scripture where God laughs. Usually, God is portrayed in scripture as quite

serious, giving out commands, expressing words of comfort, and directing God’s people. You may

remember the furor when Willis Wheatley published his picture of the Laughing Jesus. People we

appalled because in their opinion religion is serious business. But in Psalm 2, God laughs.

The Psalm begins with a serious question:

Why do the nations rant?
Why do the peoples rave uselessly? (2:1)

Then the Psalm, takes on a serious problem:

The earth’s rulers take their stand;
the leaders scheme together against the Lord and against his anointed one. (2:2)

We’re talking politics here. The nations are run by various forms of politics. Politics is the way

we organize ourselves and exercise power over one another. The “earth’s rulers” often exercise
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power and do politics in ways that hurt ordinary, powerless people. Nations sometimes not only

oppress their own people, but they scheme against God. A ruler who hurts a nation’s people,

especially the most vulnerable people, is usually led by a ruler who, whether he knows it or not, is

scheming against God.

And what is God’s response to these ranting nations and their scheming leaders?

The one who rules in heaven laughs;
my God makes fun of them.

God laughs! Apparently, since there are only two references to laughter by God in the Old

Testament, (the other is Psalm 37:13) politicians especially make God laugh. God enjoys making fun

of the nations. The laughter being spoken of here seems to be mocking, derisive laughter. As we all

know, it’s not nice to mock people. Mocking, derisive laughter can be painful and rude—unless you

happen to be God who is doing the laughing.

As the Psalm moves on, Yahweh threatens the nations, telling them that God is divine, not the

nations. God promises to send an Anointed One who will teach the nations some lessons in power

and righteousness that they will never forget. However, the first thing that God does against those

pompous, parading, presumptuous, politicians is laugh.

Aristotle said that there is more than a touch of aggression in all humour. Most jokes produce

their laughter at someone’s expense. God’s laughter is clearly addressed at these governmental

rulers and their nations. It’s wrong to hurt someone with your humour—unless you happen to be God

laughing at politicians.

One conclusion that we might draw from this Psalm is that it is dangerous for us to take the

nations—including our own nation—and their leaders—including the leaders of our own nation—too

seriously. I don’t think it would be fair to try to construct a theology of government from the Psalm.
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Nor would it be wise to use this Psalm to speak of a “biblical view of good government.”

However, knowing that God laughs at the nations may give us encouragement to do the same.

Psalm 2 doesn’t really say that we are supposed to do anything. Rather, the psalm focuses upon

God. God looks at the nations and their ranting, raving, and mayhem, and God laughs.

Why am I right now thinking of the children’s fairytale “The Emperor’s New Clothes”? Tyrants

do surround themselves with sycophants, yes-men who flatter their egos and tell them what they

want to hear. When someone asked, “Why is the president surrounding himself with members of his

own family?” a political commentator said, “Because those are the only people the president can trust

to tell him only what he wants to hear.”

I confess that in the last few years I have watched the serious TV evening news less and the

comedic work of people like Stephen Colbert more. I wish I had more power to change national

political situations. I am sure that at times I am guilty of giving the powers-that-be respect they don’t

deserve and love to my country that I should only be rendering unto God. I’m not sure what I can do

to make our nation more just in its behaviour toward our most vulnerable citizens. I wish nations

would not abuse other less powerful nations.

Maybe this Psalm is telling me that at least I can laugh.

When God laughs at our nations with our flags, parades, honour heaped upon our leaders,

and slogans like Trump’s Campaign, “Make America Great,” what is the divine response? Well, in

this Psalm, there are rebukes and threats, yes. But perhaps, out of compassion, God also laughs.

When we put so much faith in our national leaders—yes, and I think that is exactly the right

word for it, faith—when we look to politics, the Charter of Rights, democracy in action, the national

budget, or the military for all of our security, well-being and hope, God laughs at our bad faith.

When our leaders take us into war, devastate other lands, or expend huge amounts on military
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hardware and weapons of mass destruction, promising us that they will provide us safety and security

if we will just give sovereignty our unquestioning loyalty and allegiance, God laughs.

I find it strange that laughter plays so little an obvious role in the New Testament. Laughter is

by nature untamed and uncontrollable, sometimes indecent and nearly always disorderly—and so is

the gospel. When we laugh we become unsettled, dislocated, momentarily thrown off balance. So

does the gospel. As Chuck Campbell in his book Preaching Fools puts it, the gospel provokes

laughter when it prompts us to exclaim, “You’re saying ‘Yes’ to them?! You’re saying ‘No’ to us!?

You’re asking me to go where!? You’re asking me to do what!?”

That’s why we say we “break up” with laughter or that a joke “cracked me up.” Laughter is a

sign that our world has, maybe for just a moment, cracked up, cracked open and exposed us to a

new means of making sense of ourselves and the world.

Little wonder there’s a connection between humour and humility. Laughter invites humility as

we are given the grace to laugh at ourselves and our pretensions.

Perhaps Paul was showing some holy humour, some Christ-induced humility, when he said of

himself and his church, “We are fools for the sake of Christ” (1 Cor 4: 10 NRSV).

Maybe we all should take Psalm 2’s characterization of God’s behaviour toward errant leaders

and nations as a model for our own behaviour.

Maybe we should laugh. 

In the Psalm, after a good laugh, smirking at the pomposity and the presumption of the world’s

nations, God threatens to send the Anointed One who will come and teach the nations a lesson.

There will be a day when God will send a true Ruler, one whom God calls “My Beloved,” a great

sovereign who will rebuke and confront the nations and call them to account, one who will judge the

nations as God judges.
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As we move next week into the season of Lent, you know that God did just that in sending

Jesus of Nazareth. The Anointed One came among us, not wearing a royal robe, not marching in a

grand military parade, not backed up with a huge military force, but rather coming to us as a

seemingly powerless Rabbi who never lifted his hand against us but instead reached out to us in

love.

“That’ll teach them a lesson. That will show them who really sits on the throne. That will knock

those ranting nations and raging politicians down a notch or two,” God says, with a smile. Thanks be

to God. Amen.
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